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1. Summary points
•	 Groups	 that	have	been	 known	 in	 the	past	 as	 'hard	 to	 reach'	 are	now	more	appropriately	 recognised	as	















and techniques to implement it.
•	 Local	community	engagement	can	overcome	some	barriers	to	inclusion,	but	there	are	structural	inequalities	
in	society	(e.g.	income,	wealth)	that	are	beyond	the	scope	of	influence	of	local	processes.
• Power-sharing relies heavily on trust and openness; people are more open to collaborate in partnerships if 
they know what is involved and there is a clear shared purpose. Partnerships need to be forged between 











and	 the	 people	 that	 live	 there.	More	 needs	 to	 be	 done	 to	 provide	 education,	 information	 and	 support	
to community members, including introducing ‘technical friends’ (individuals who can help translate any 
complexities	associated	with	terminology	or	the	participation	process),	community	organisers	and	trained	
facilitators. 
•	 Effective	 facilitation	 can	 make	 the	 difference	 between	 productive	 and	 non-productive	 community	
engagement.	Training	and	support	must	also	be	offered	to	facilitators	and	organisers	to	ensure	that	they	are	
equipped to deal with a high-pressure role.
•	 Internet	access	is	crucial	for	engagement	in	today’s	society.	Better	use	of	digital	technology,	such	as	social	
media,	online	forums,	databases	highlighting	good	practice	and	recording/streaming	processes	online,	helps	
to gain insights from those who cannot access face-to-face community forums, but also encourages those 
that could get involved in the future, such as young people. 
•	 There	is	little	evidence	on	the	long-term	effects	of	taking	part	and	not	taking	part	in	community	engagement;	
more	research	is	required	in	this	area.	Recognising	who	benefits	from	community	engagement,	and	who	
does not, requires greater use of community impact assessments; equality impact assessments; strategic 
community	assessments	or	auditing	of	the	processes	and	longitudinal	studies.
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2. Introduction
This review is part of the What Works Scotland (WWS) Work programme on community engagement and 
capacity	building.	It	also	follows	from	the	Collaborative	Action	Research	workstream,	where	WWS	case	study	
partners	have	highlighted	Community	Engagement	as	a	cross-cutting	theme.	In	addition,	WWS	National	and	
Learning Partners have expressed sustained interest in the topic. Finally, equality and community engagement 
are	central	to	core	policy	developments	and	frameworks	that	guide	current	public	sector	reform	(i.e.	Christie	
Commission on the Future Delivery of Public Services; Community Empowerment Act 2015; Fairer Scotland; 
Convention	of	Scottish	Local	Authorities	(COSLA)	Commission	on	Strengthening	Local	Democracy1). 
The review will be relevant to the public and third sectors, as well as the research community in academia, 
government	and	activism.	It	aims	to	provide	a	resource	for	community	engagement	practitioners	and	policy	
workers.	The	key	motivation	for	this	review	of	the	literature	is	to	explore	the	intersection	between	community	






2014). Yet with only 34% of adults in Scotland expressing the desire to be more involved in council decision-
making,	according	to	the	Scottish	Household	Survey	(2016)2, it is necessary to understand why individuals and 
communities	do	not	get	involved	in	formal	processes.	Exploring	the	evidence	around	community	engagement	
will give insights into how inequality impacts on people’s ability to get involved and how these challenges can 
be overcome. 
About this review














in tackling inequality in community engagement. 
Each	of	these	sections	provides	a	summary	of	the	main	findings	and	encourages	the	readers	to	reflect	on	a	
number	of	Talking	Points.	Signposting	to	further	reading	is	also	provided.	Details	on	how	this	review	was	carried	
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3. Use of terms
In/equality: ‘inequality’ and ‘equality’ are used inconsistently and in a number of contexts to refer to a variety 
of	situations.	The	degree	to	which	someone	faces	in/equality	or	the	context	of	that	in/equality	is	not	always	












Deliberative	 democracy:	 is	 a	 form	of	 democracy	 that	 emphasises	 communication,	 in	 particular	 the	 use	 of	
reasoned	dialogue	and	deliberation	as	the	foundation	for	informed	policy	and	decision-making.	Deliberative	







Social cohesion: the willingness of people to form partnerships and work together for a common purpose. A 




There is a wealth of evidence on community engagement and issues of equality. This review includes evidence 
from	public	policy,	 local	 governance,	 social	policy	and	environmental	 justice	and	management.	The	 subject	
areas	where	it	 is	most	prominent	in	the	UK	includes	ecology,	urban	regeneration,	health,	young	people	and	
deliberative	democracy;	although	gender	and	education	feature	too.	
Community engagement around the world




on Scotland, with a secondary interest in the UK.  Approximately half of the evidence included in this review 
focuses	on	the	Scottish	context,	while	the	rest	looks	at	the	UK	as	a	whole.	The	reviews	carried	out	on	the	UK	
include	some	examples	or	case	studies	from	Wales,	Northern	Ireland,	Scotland	and	areas	in	England	including	
but	 not	 limited	 to,	 Sheffield,	Manchester	 and	 Cornwall.	 A	 selection	 of	 articles	 included	 focus	 on	Australia,	
Ireland and Canada.
3See	https://www.equalityhumanrights.com/en/equality-act/protected-characteristics;	and	boxes	2	and	3	in	this	paper	on	page	6.
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how	 particular	 programmes	 (neighbourhood	 organisations,	 stakeholder	 meetings,	 community	 groups)	
promote	equality;	or	review	policy	 initiatives	 implemented	by	the	Scottish	or	the	UK	government,	 including	
Area-Based	Initiatives	(ABIs)	and	Social	Inclusion	Partnerships	(SIP).	There	are	also	articles	that	focus	on	why	
community engagement in research will lead to equality. The last ten years has seen an increase in the amount 
of empirical4 work included in the peer-reviewed5 literature, possibly due to the availability of funding for 





The peer-reviewed literature largely comprises of evidence reviews focusing on community empowerment 
programmes,	deliberative	processes	and	stakeholder	meetings;	including	reviews	of	existing	policies,	evaluations	












people felt following their involvement in community engagement projects. More could be done to understand 
the	long-term	implications	of	participation,	or	non-participation,	and	how	it	impacts	on	people’s	lives	beyond	
the process. This will include looking at how people cope with the task in terms of workload and responsibility, 
but	also	how	people	feel	about	being	held	accountable	for,	or	being	left	out	of,	decision-making.





2003; Breitenbach 2006; Mayne 2010; Davidson and Stark 2011; Roberts and Escobar 2015; Harkins et al. 2016; 
Smith et al. 2017). 
Community engagement has been promoted in a number of key areas including, though not limited to, 




reviewing each other’s work.
6Grey literature refers to documents that are not found through publishers or databases, such as company reports, reports 
published	by	not-for-profit	organisations,	and	conference	reports.	Such	literature	is	generally	not	peer	reviewed.
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gender,	education,	youth	involvement,	housing	rights	and	policing	(see	Nixon	et	al.	2001;	Stafford	et	al.	2003;	
Breitenbach 2006; Peel and Lloyd 2007; Carlisle 2010; Muir and McMahon 2015; Kelleher et al. 2014; Roberts 
and Escobar 2015). 
Important	research	has	been	carried	out	looking	at	place-based	policies	in	Scotland	(Matthews	et	al.	2012);	as	
well as housing (McKee 2007), gender (McLaughlin 2009) and partnerships in public services (Cook 2015). This 







Engagement	 (NSfCE	 2016);	 the	 Community	 Engagement	 ‘How	 To’	 Guide;	 the	 Community	 Engagement	
Community	 Planning	 Toolkit;	 the	 Visioning	 Outcomes	 in	 Community	 Engagement	 (VOiCE)	 online	 platform;	
Education	Scotland	and	Learning	Connections	Guide	on	Community	Learning	and	Development	activity	with	
equalities	groups	(2010);	Community	Engagement:	A	Critical	guide	for	Practitioners	(2017)	and	the	Community	
Empowerment (Scotland) Act introduced in 20159.	This	learning	allows	policy-making	to	better	reflect	smaller	
and	diverse	communities	and	seek	greater	 levels	of	social	cohesion	 in	a	time	of	 increased	globalisation	and	
diversity.	The	Scottish	Government	website10 states that: 
Scotland’s communities are a rich source of energy, creativity and talent. They are made up of people with 
rich and diverse backgrounds who each have something to contribute to making Scotland flourish. Central 
and local government needs to help communities to work together and release that potential to create a 
more prosperous and fairer Scotland. 
The	NSfCE	(2016)	sets	out	a	particular	framework	for	researchers	and	organisers	highlighting	good	practice;	





















➤ Impact: assess the impact of the engagement and use what has been learned to improve our future 
community.
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Efforts	made	to	achieve	the	national	standards	in	Scotland	and	examples	can	be	seen	through	organisations	and	
planned	events	such	as	the	Health	and	Social	Care	Integration	consultation;	the	Diversity	and	Equality	Alliance;	
‘Our	Rights,	Our	Voices’	and	many	community	based	projects12. Much has been done and achieved but as the 
report will show, more is to be done if equality is to be achieved through community engagement.
5. Findings
5.1 How is the relationship between equality and community engagement 




The	term	‘equality’	 is	particularly	problematic.	There	are	different	ways	of	defining	equality,	 including	 ‘equal	
treatment’,	‘equity’,	‘fairness’	and	‘justice’	and	various	approaches	to	achieving	it,	be	it	‘equality	of	opportunity’	
or	‘equality	of	outcome’,	according	to	Glasgow’s	Learning	Equalities	Online	Toolkit13 and Community Learning and 
Development	activity	with	equalities	groups	(2010)14.	Very	often	equality	will	be	coupled	with	the	term	diversity,	
highlighting	the	need	to	recognise	and	value	differences	(see	box	2	and	3).
Groups that have been known in the past as hard-to-reach are referred to as easy-to-ignore in this report, as 




The term easy-to-ignore recognises that it is more complex than groups just being hard-to-reach: these groups 
are ignored because it is easier than tackling the diverse and hugely complicated barriers that some people face. 
There are structural and epistemic weaknesses in many of the outreach programmes, policies and projects which 
fail	to	recognise	the	needs	of	many	groups	and	individuals.	These	groups	are	often	referred	to	as	‘less	visible’,	
‘vulnerable groups’ and ‘seldom heard’ in the literature (yellow book ltd 2017; Ellard-Gray et al. 2015; Kelleher 










• age • disability • gender • race or ethnicity • language 
•	faith,	religion	or	belief	•	sexual	orientation	•	gender	
identity	•	marriage	or	civil	partnership	•	pregnancy	or	
maternity • socio-economic hardship
(Source:	Education	Scotland,	Same	Difference	2010)
BOX	3:	Communities	that	fall	under	
the heading of equality groups:
• Minority ethnic groups • people 
with	disabilities	•	faith	communities	
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More recently it has been recognised that our understanding of ‘community’ must be expanded. The 
Community Empowerment Act (2015) states that the term ‘…‘community’ includes any community based 
on	 common	 interest,	 identity	 or	 geography’.	 Yet	 policy	 very	 often	 focuses	 on	 area-based	 initiatives	which	
concentrate	on	 implementing	 change	 in	 very	 specific	 geographical	 communities	 in	 the	 form	of	Community	
Planning	 Partnerships	 and	 Social	 Inclusion	 Partnerships	 in	 Scotland,	 and	 the	New	Deal	 for	 Communities	 in	
England tackling some of the most deprived areas15 (Goodlad et al. 2005; Carlisle 2010). 
Matthews	et	al.	(2012)	highlights	the	difficulty	associated	with	underestimating	the	complexities	of	communities:	
‘In Scotland it is easy to presume that the most deprived neighbourhoods are homogenous, working class and 
White’.	As	communities	exist	more	widely	than	communities	of	place,	place-based	policies	may	be	overlooking	
communities	who	are	challenged	by	more	than	one	characteristic,	such	as	communities	of	interest	and	identity	
(yellow book ltd 2017). Long term this means that it is not enough to focus on geographic regions to tackle 
exclusion	but	 it	 requires	a	more	sophisticated	understanding	of	 the	spatial	distribution	of	equalities	groups	
(Matthews	et	al.	2012:	3)	and	the	level	of	impact	on	those	who	community	engagement	seeks	to	help.	
The	structural	inequalities	embedded	in	society	mean	that	people	are	approaching	participation	processes	







challenge those with power (Brighouse 2002; Bartel 2017). 
The	following	section	focuses	on	how	citizen	engagement	and	inequality	are	conceptualised	in	the	literature.	
Two key dimensions, equality of access and equality within the process, are explored in turn. The limited 
evidence	available	on	the	personal	outcomes	of	participation	in	community	engagement	is	then	discussed.













Equalities groups in decision-making




childcare provisions, race, ethnicity, religion and so forth. Therefore, ‘women’s issues’ cannot be easily 
addressed	by	one	policy	or	initiative	due	to	the	scope	of	the	problem	and	the	diversity	of	women	as	a	‘group’	
or community (Breitenbach 2006). 
15See	http://www.improvementservice.org.uk/documents/research/place-based-approaches-report.pdf				Muscat	(2010)		
	http://www.cles.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2011/01/Area-Based-Initiatives-do-they-deliver.pdf
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People	that	face	racial	discrimination	are	likely	to	be	grouped	in	the	same	category,	scarcely	recognizing	the	
distinct	 sub-categories	 that	 exist	within	 these	groups;	 single	parents,	 ethnic	 groups,	 elderly	people,	people	









people (Edwards 2002). 
















Young people are being sent a mixed message: they are encouraged to take an interest in shaping their futures 
but	do	not	have	the	right	to	vote	until	they	are	18	 in	the	UK.	As	Nancy	Fraser	sums	up,	the	conditions	of	a	




their future this seems a basic step18. 
Bessant (2004) considers that ‘young people are understood to be members of society in so far as they belong to 
it,	but	have	that	bare	presence	without	inclusion	or	representation’.	Young	people	themselves	have	highlighted	
that	 there	 is	 no	 point	 taking	 part	 if	 they	 are	 not	 consulted	 from	 the	 beginning;	 ‘People	 consulting	 should	
not assume young people are going to like adult ideas and give the responses adults want, but ask for young 
people’s	own	ideas’	(cited	Stafford	et	al.	2003:	365).	It	is	often	assumed	that	young	people	are	disinterested	or	
ill-equipped	to	take	part	in	politics	and	will	just	reflect	the	opinions	of	those	around	them,	such	as	their	parents	
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2013). Miller et al.’s (2015: 473-4) study notes that young people who feel ostracised or marginalised in society 
are less likely to get involved or feel that they can get involved which ‘causes some of them to push back or lose 
faith in more formal structures within the community’. Formalised structures include the police, schools and 
social services. Consequently young people can feel misunderstood and misrepresented. 




et al. 2011; Ellard-Gray et al. 2015). 
Arnstein	historically	highlighted	that	participatory	processes,	including	community	engagement,	can	be	used	as	
a	one	way	process	designed	to	placate	the	public	and	make	them	feel	heard	without	having	any	real	influence	




Barriers	exist	 in	getting	 involved	with	community	engagement	and	equality	of	access	 is	a	 troubling	starting	
point	setting	out	considerable	challenges	for	organisers	and	communities
5.1.2 Existing barriers: equality within the process
Gaining access to community engagement processes does not guarantee the same level of control over the 
outcome.	Historically,	many	academics	 support	 the	claim	 that	 those	 facing	 inequalities,	or	discriminated	 in	
society, will face the same barriers within community processes (Mansbridge 1983; Fraser 1992; Sanders 1997; 
Young 2000). Iris Marion Young (2000) famously refers to this as ‘internal exclusion’. 





Language barriers exist beyond English as a second language to include those who are unfamiliar with the 
language	of	a	formal	setting.	Participants	may	have	difficulty	with	overly	technical	descriptions	and	 jargon.	
As	Roberts	and	Escobar	 (2015:	102)	perceptively	note	 ‘it	 is	not	simply	a	matter	of	sharing	airtime	equitably	
–	some	people	can	do	more	with	less	time’	which	means	that	certain	participants	are	more	forceful	or	more	
persuadable (Sanders 1997; Fischer 2009).  As Roberts and Escobar (2015: 109) warn there may be dominant 
speakers using ‘privileged language’ and excluding others. 











In order to understand and facilitate change, a strategy which considers who is taking part and who is not must 
be undertaken by organisers.
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The role of facilitation
Within	 formalised	 procedures,	 such	 as	mini-publics	 or	 public	 dialogues,	 a	 significant	 part	 of	managing	 the	
process of engagement is the responsibility of selected ‘experts’ who inform the public and facilitate the 
meeting/process.	Ensuring	these	people	are	have	the	skills	required	for	the	job	is	extremely	difficult:	Organisers	
must	consider	the	skills	of	the	individual	beyond	their	institutional	qualifications	i.e.	how	good	a	speaker	they	
are; how invested they are in the process; how they convey their evidence, in what form; how the public may 
react to them and so forth (see Roberts and Lightbody 2017). 
‘Encounters of all sorts often go awry due to bad facilitation, confrontational dynamics, rehearsed 
monologues, shallow exchanges, and the invisible barriers erected by specialised jargon and glorified 
bodies of expertise’.  Escobar (2012)
The	facilitation	of	processes	is	a	crucial	part	of	fairness	and	equality	within	the	participatory	process.	Biased	
facilitation	will	undermine	 the	entire	process,	which	 is	why	a	non-partisan	 facilitator	 is	key	 to	ensuring	 the	
process	is	not	geared	towards	a	particular	outcome,	everyone	has	a	say,	and	all	concerns	and	arguments	are	
voiced (Escobar 2011).




(Escobar et al. 2014).





There	 is	evidence	to	suggest	that	there	are	 long	term	benefits	to	taking	part	 in	community	engagement: 
networks appear to be built and strengthened; people become more engaged and develop key skills; policies 
face	less	resistance	because	people	have	had	a	say	in	their	design	(Peel	and	Lloyd	2007;	Attree	et	al.	2011	Miller	
et al. 2015; Roberts and Escobar 2015). 
In	a	review	carried	out	by	Attree	et	al.	(2011),	the	majority	of	citizens	who	had	taken	part	in	community	initiatives	
benefited	 from	 their	 engagement	 by	 experiencing	 feelings	 of	 increased	 well-being	 and	 self-confidence,	
reciprocity	and	social	cohesion.	Although	the	community	projects	did	not	all	 focus	on	health	 initiatives,	the	
health	of	 those	participating	was	affected	–	people	 reported	 to	be	eating	better,	walking	more	and	 feeling	
improvement	in	their	psychological	health	(Attree	et	al.	2011:	255).	Other	studies	have	found	that	community	
engagement	 ‘enhances	 quality	 of	 life’	 (Nixon	 et	 al.	 2001:	 11).	 Participants	 generally	 feel	 happier	 and	more	
confident	–	with	one	participant	in	a	citizens’	jury	in	Scotland	claiming	‘I’ve	got	my	mojo	back!’	(cited	Roberts	
and Escobar 2015). 
Miller	et	al.	(2015)	suggest	from	their	study	on	youth	engagement	that	the	young	participants	interviewed	had	
found it easier to make new networks, were more likely to go into training and gain employment based on their 
time	working	and	engaging	with	youth	workers.	





dispirited (p. 258). 
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5.2 What are the key dimensions and factors in the relationship between 
community engagement and equality?
Five key dimensions that impact on equal, or unequal, community engagement emerged from the reading: 
Power-sharing;	 Partnerships;	 Funding	 and	 bureaucracy;	 Representation,	 and;	 Resources.	 This	 section	 will	
reflect	the	discussions	taking	place	in	community	engagement	literature	in	the	past	decade	or	so.	Section	5.3	
will discuss ‘what works’. 
Key findings
•	 Structural	 inequalities	 are	 often	 replicated,	 and	 perhaps	 reinforced,	 in	 community	 engagement	
processes.
•	 People	 face	 a	 range	 of	 barriers	 in	 getting	 involved	 in	 community	 engagement	 including	 caring	
responsibilities;	time;	confidence	in	the	process.	



















•	 Roberts	 and	 Escobar	 (2015)	 give	 a	 detailed	 account	 of	 citizens’	 juries	 held	 in	 locations	 around	
Scotland including analysis of external and internal inclusion.
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proposals	 seriously,	 as	witnessed	 in	 the	 People’s	 Juries19 held in Scotland, where ‘(t)here was a perception 
amongst some of these stakeholders that jurors were unrealistic and expected too much by “wanting everything 
to change overnight”’ (Stevenson et al. 2004: 21). 










(Stafford	et	 al.	 2003;	Attree	et	 al.	 2011).	 Todd	and	Zografos	 (2005:	 495)	 found	 that	 those	 they	 interviewed	
felt	that	participatory	processes	often	felt	‘tokenistic’	and	in	Stevenson	et	al.’s	(2004)	evaluation,	participants	




Attree	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 tell	 us	 that	 none	 of	 the	 initiatives	 they	 reviewed	were	 controlled	 solely	 by	 community	
members, therefore it is unclear who is making decisions thus power and accountability are unaccounted for 
(Taylor 2007: 300). In these instances, the public may well hear and be heard, yet they lack the power to be 
listened	to	and	influence	decisions.	They	therefore	have	little	chance	of	challenging	or	changing	things.		In	some	
cases there may not be equal power-sharing but there may be real clarity on the level of power-sharing and an 
understanding of who has a degree of power and control over decisions. This is arguably a key step in a longer 
process of reform to open up decision-making black boxes.
5.2.2 Partnerships
Partnerships	include	individuals	from	different	organisations	working	together	for	a	common	goal	(Cook	2015:	




Burns and Taylor (2000) reported that in many community engagement projects, the cultures and structure 
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Carley et al. (2000: 25) believe that partnerships between various sectors such as voluntary groups, community 
groups	and	local	authorities	are	not	enough	to	ensure	that	problems	are	countered	long	term.	It	is	essential	
to	 partner	 communities	 with	 area	 and	 city-wide	 initiatives	 and	 to	 ensure	 that	 decisions	 are	 made	 at	 the	













has been demonstrated is that links between partnerships working and improved processes exist, such as 





5.2.3 Funding and bureaucracy
The literature clearly shows that in Scotland, and across the UK, community groups are constrained by a lack of 
funding,	heavy	loads	of	administration	and/or	lack	of	power	over	the	outcomes	of	the	initiatives	(Goodlad	et	al.	






over years, at risk. Indeed this signals a paradox between the growing discourse of community engagement and 
democratic	innovation,	 in	parallel	to	the	dismantling	of	basic	community	services	(Asenova	and	Stein	2014).	
Services have been cut and the ability to organise across the public and voluntary sector is diminishing due to 
staff	restraints	(Hastings	et	al.	2015).
With	less	funding	available	and	more	competition	for	funding	bids,	having	the	knowledge	or	expertise	to	apply	




hampered progress. Decision-making was a slow and arduous process due to the amount of paperwork, and 
spending	allocated	funds	 in	the	allotted	time	was	problematic	(Goodlad	et	al.	2005).	Top-down	pressure	on	
community-led	groups	to	make	popular	or	high	profile	decisions	led	to	diminished	community	support	(Goodlad	
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• the authority to represent others; 
•	 that	the	representation	is	inclusive	and	egalitarian	owing	to	universal	franchise;	and	






engagement	 is.	Most	 commonly,	 participants	 self-select.	 Fishkin	 (2009:	 98)	 highlights	 concerns	 about	 self-
selection	in	public	processes,	fearing	that	the	process	is	exposed	to	domination	by	organised	interests.	Social	




wider populace (see Lee et al. 2015).













‘selected’ during random sampling, or who didn’t know how to get involved, can emerge (Carlisle 2010). 
Resentment	can	also	be	felt	by	those	who	are	involved	in	community	engagement	processes.	To	avoid	criticism,	
community	 representatives	have	been	known	to	 focus	 initiatives	 in	areas	 that	none	of	 the	active	members	






What Works Scotland Evidence Review: 
‘Hard to reach’ or ‘easy to ignore’? Promoting equality in community engagement
lack of understanding, limited help on problem-solving and limits to their own knowledge of the policy process 
and	technical	details	means	that	citizens	may	find	themselves	unable	to	change	their	social	surroundings	and,	
as Atkinson, sums up ‘the danger is that, having signed up to achieve the unachievable, they will end up being 





In seeking equality, it must be recognised that not all community engagement takes place face-to-face. 
Communities	of	interest	and	identity	create	networks	and	bridge	relations	online.	Organising	and	mobilisation	





people,	people	with	disabilities	and	people	 living	 in	deprivation.	Children	 living	 in	a	house	without	 internet	
access	are	‘educationally	disadvantaged’	and	businesses	that	are	not	online	are	at	a	competitive	disadvantage.	
Digital	exclusion	 in	Scotland	 is	a	 real	 challenge	 to	many	households	and	communities,	particularly	 in	urban	
areas	but	also	some	rural	communities.	The	RSE	report	notes	that	‘Digital	inclusion	can	itself	help	to	address	
several	 important	domains	of	deprivation:	 income,	employment,	health,	education’	 (RSE	2014:	22).	Training	
tools,	best	practice,	online	resources	and	ongoing	projects	are	all	available	online	therefore	it	is	vital	that	all	
citizens	have	equal	access	to	such	a	powerful	resource.
5.2 What are the key dimensions and factors in the relationship between 
community engagement and equality?
Five key dimensions that impact on equal, or unequal, community engagement emerged from the reading: 
Power-sharing;	 Partnerships;	 Funding	 and	 bureaucracy;	 Representation,	 and;	 Resources.	 This	 section	 will	
reflect	the	discussions	taking	place	in	community	engagement	literature	in	the	past	decade	or	so.	Section	5.3	
will discuss ‘what works’. 
Key findings
•	 Power-sharing	 is	 a	 complex	 and	 sensitive	 aspect	 of	 community	 engagement	which	 needs	 to	 be	
transparent	 so	 everyone	 knows	 how	 their	 input	will	 be	 used	 and	 how	 it	will	 affect	 (or	 not)	 the	
outcome. 
•	 Effective	 partnerships	 are	 based	 on	 trust	 and	 reciprocity.	 Openness	 and	 support	 from	 different	














•	 Access	to	the	 internet	 is	now	a	fundamental	need	for	all	citizens	of	a	developed	country.	People	
must	have	access	to	the	resources	that	are	necessary	to	get	involved	in	and	benefit	from	community	
engagement. More needs to be done to ensure internet access is available for all.
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5.3 What works? what are the most effective strategies and approaches 




These approaches stem primarily from empirical evidence of approaches that have been proven to work, 
alongside	suggestions	based	on	the	theoretical	work	explored	throughout	the	review.	
5.3.1 Be prepared to be flexible and learn from past experiences










on	past	projects	and	sharing	 information	can	be	done	on	online	platforms	such	as	Participedia22, which is a 
Talking points
•	 Congenial	power-sharing	and	partnerships	can	only	be	fostered	over	time.	‘Forced’	partnerships	
or groups may exacerbate feelings of division and mistrust. Can social cohesion only be facilitated 
by	letting	communities	organise	themselves	to	create	‘organic	partnerships’?
•	 How	 can	 the	 issue	 of	 representation	 and	 responsibility	 be	 reconciled	 without	 over-burdening	
community	members?









•	 Attree	 et	 al.	 (2011)	 and	 Carlisle	 (2010)	 too	 offer	 interesting	 accounts	 of	 government	 driven	
community	initiatives.	
•	 What	Works	Scotland	has	produced	an	evidence	review	on	partnerships	and	there	are	additional	
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repository	for	case	studies	and	projects,	or	VOiCE,	the	Scottish	platform	for	engagement	practitioners23. We 
need	to	look	at	what	has	worked	and	not	worked	in	Scotland	and	the	UK,	but	also	globally.	Creating	websites	
to	keep	the	public	up	to	date	on	ongoing	projects	and	how	they	can	get	 involved	 is	an	effective	exercise	 in	
transparency and inclusiveness (see Smith et al. 2017 for an example).






5.3.2 Support communities to get involved




for	 taking	 the	time	to	participate	and	to	cover	expenses	which	may	 incur	as	a	 result	of	 taking	part	 such	as	
child	care,	transportation,	and	wage	replacement	(Muir	and	McMahon	2015;	Roberts	and	Escobar	2015:34-35).	
This will go some way to enabling people facing socio-economic challenges to take part and thus correct the 
over-representation	of	advantaged	groups	(Ryfe	and	Stalsburg	2012).	There	is	also	merit	 in	considering	how	
social	innovations	such	as	the	Universal	Basic	Income	may	contribute	to	enhance	democratic	citizenship	and	





need for youth workers to help form partnerships with young people. Being able to speak to groups without 




all partners (see Brunner and Watson 2016; Bussu and Bartels 2014; Escobar 2011).
Develop community support services:	Partnerships	very	often	require	an	impartial	third	party	to	facilitate	an	
equal partnership and power-sharing. This can also come in the form of Community Development Services or in 
the	formation	of	a	Centre	for	Participatory	Democracy	in	Scotland	as	recommended	by	the	COSLA	Commission	
on	 Strengthening	 Local	 Democracy	 (COSLA	 2014).	 For	 instance,	 the	 Community	 Empowerment	 Network	
employed	people	part	time	to	support	community	involvement	–	specifically	in	areas	and	communities	where	
people historically did not get involved24.	 This	 facilitative	 role	 has	 been	 undertaken	 by	 Inspiring	 Scotland’s	
Link	 Up	 programme	 which	 helps	 communities	 to	 harness	 the	 resources	 available	 to	 them	 and	 also	 form	
relationships	with	individuals	to	improve	social	networks	and	engage	the	most	marginalised	in	communities25. 
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5.3.3 Offer support to those taking part
Use	clear	and	supportive	communication:	Using	appropriate	 language,	avoiding	 jargon	and/or	unnecessary	
technical	 expressions	will	 help	 non-specialists	 and	 those	who	 use	 English	 as	 a	 second	 language	 (Education	
Scotland,	Same	Difference	2010).	Using	technical	friends	and	neutral	experts	to	explain	options	to	community	
groups	and	 to	guide	 them	on	what	 they	are	 trying	 to	achieve	will	 help	place	participants	on	a	more	equal	
footing	(see	Roberts	and	Lightbody	2017;	yellow	book	ltd	2017).
Supporting	people	with	difficulties:	The	NSfCE	(2016)	and	Iriss	(2011)	recommend	the	provision	of	interpreting	









dialogue (Escobar 2011: 48). 
The	role	of	facilitator	can	be	a	significant	undertaking,	especially	with	the	cuts	to	numbers	and	funding	mentioned	




Change the demographic makeup of who takes part:	Democratic	innovations	can	accommodate	the	inclusion	






Success	 can	be	achieved	by	placing	people	on	an	equal	 footing;	attracting	people	 to	 the	process	who	may	
ordinarily	be	marginalised;	ensuring	that	people	are	not	coerced	within	the	process	while	highlighting	common	
interests	and	promoting	trust	between	participants.	There	is	a	risk	here	of	group	polarisation	(when	a	group	
discussion results in the individual’s beliefs becoming more extreme); or groupthink, where all the decisions 
made	are	unchallenged	and	have	been	poorly	 deliberated;	 or	 all	members	 shifting	 to	 reflect	 the	 strongest	
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Keep a closer eye on who is taking part:	Part	of	Audit	Scotland’s	remit	is	to	assess	the	effectiveness	and	efficiency	
of	partnerships,	specifically	how	local	government	and	their	partners	are	working	with	communities28. In its 
favour,	auditing	can	offer	comparisons,	measurements,	value	judgments	and	transparency.	Once	undertaken,	
communities	can	give	feedback	to	discover	whether	professional	and	external	assessments	of	problems	tally	









Make use of technology:	The	importance	of	online	resources	in	participation	parity	has	been	highlighted	by	the	
RSE	(2014)	and	discussed	earlier	in	this	review.	Those	who	do	not	have	access	to	the	internet	will	be	significantly	









should be able to adapt and respond to social issues and problem areas. 
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5.3.4 Think long-term




go beyond schools and families, but work with care homes, social services and community centres, including 
religious	centres.	Creating	spaces	where	young	people	can	go	and	interact	with	friends	but	also	other	groups	





Invest in the future, community ownership:	Citizens	need	to	be	involved	with	planning	and	development	in	
their	communities	 in	order	to	better	reflect	the	social	 issues	which	 individual	communities	face	(Henderson	
2015).	But	people	can	be	offered	a	greater	 stake	 in	 their	 community	 through	community	ownership.	Asset	
transfer	is	a	key	component	of	the	Community	Empowerment	(Scotland)	Act	2015	and	the	Scottish	Government	
further supports this venture with the Community Ownership Support Service (COSS). Ownership of assets will 
help	invest	and	empower	communities	in	the	future	of	their	shared	spaces.	
Scotland	is	home	to	some	innovative	and	exciting	community	ownership	projects	including,	community	wind,	
hydro and solar power projects; island ownership on the Isle of Eigg, Gigha and parts of Lewis32; community 
owned	football	clubs,	housing	associations	and	development	trusts	as	well	as	a	host	of	case	studies	which	can	
be seen on the COSS website33. 
The	BIG	Lottery	Growing	Community	Assets	fund	helps	communities	to	own	and	develop	their	own	assets	(Big	
Lottery	Fund	201334) this has included projects like the Ecology Centre in Kinghorn, Fife. Community ownership 
empowers	communities	by	making	them	stakeholders	and	decision-makers;	it	gives	communities	a	reason	to	
organise	 and	participate;	 they	 can	 see	 the	benefit	 of	 doing	 so	 and	 the	detriment	 of	 not.	 For	 instance,	 the	
literature strongly shows that support for community owned wind farms is higher than commercial energy 
company developments (Toke 2007; Warren and McFadyen 2010). 
Beyond	community	ownership,	the	first	round	of	participatory	budgeting	has	taken	place	 in	Scotland	which	
offers	citizens	the	chance	to	choose	what	local	funding	should	be	spent	on	and	prioritise	projects	which	are	








• Hybrid approaches can be more useful in reaching a wider audience and overcoming obstacles, this 
includes	top-down	processes	organised	by	policy	makers	as	well	as	bottom-up	initiatives	shaped	by	
communities.		
•	 Partnerships	must	continue	to	be	 forged	with	government,	public	services,	 third	and	community	
sectors,	and	a	range	of	professional	groups	in	order	to	share	information	so	that	the	expertise	of	
many are shaping future community engagement processes. 
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•	 Strategic	 Community	 Assessment	 and	 available	 descriptive	 statistics	 of	 local	 demographics	 (see	





•	 Using	democratic	 innovations,	such	as	participatory	budgeting	and	mini-publics,	 to	 involve	 ‘easy-








new	divides	 and	 inequalities.	Using	 the	Census	 and	other	data	 sources	 to	predict	 and	 recognise	
patterns	is	necessary	for	ongoing	action.
•	 There	is	evidence	to	suggest	that	citizens	who	have	a	stake	and	a	voice	in	their	communities	will	be	
more likely to invest in long-term engagement and less alienated from local developments.
Talking points















which	emerge	 from	public	participatory	processes	being	 implemented	and	 factors	 that	 lead	to	a	
positive	outcome	http://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/10.1111/1475-6765.12248/abstract.
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6. Conclusion
It	is	apparent	that	Scottish	people	wish	to	engage	(COSLA	2014;	Marcinkiewicz	et	al.	2016).		Yet,	to	enable	long	
term	participation	and	engagement,	equality	and	 inclusion	are	paramount.	Structural	 inequalities,	 including	


















and	practical	 support	 to	 facilitate	participation,	 internet	access	and	provide	community	development	 staff.	
Additionally	the	development	of	a	variety	of	institutions,	processes	and	methods	–	with	the	scope	to	research	
and	co-produce	new	initiatives	–	is	required.	Equality	in	community	engagement	can	provide	the	foundation	for	
the wellbeing of all people, and democracy in Scotland and beyond. 
7. Appendices
7.1 About What Works Scotland
What Works Scotland aims to improve the way local areas in Scotland use evidence to make decisions about 
public service development and reform. 
We are working with Community Planning Partnerships involved in the design and delivery of public services 
(Aberdeenshire, Fife, Glasgow and West Dunbartonshire) to:




• promote the use of evidence in planning and service delivery
•	 help	organisations	get	the	skills	and	knowledge	they	need	to	use	and	interpret	evidence
•  create case studies for wider sharing and sustainability
A further nine areas are working with us to enhance learning, comparison and sharing. We will also link with 
international	partners	to	effectively	compare	how	public	services	are	delivered	here	in	Scotland	and	elsewhere.	
During the programme, we will scale up and share more widely with all local authority areas across Scotland.
WWS	 brings	 together	 the	 Universities	 of	 Glasgow	 and	 Edinburgh,	 other	 academics	 across	 Scotland,	 with	
partners	from	a	range	of	local	authorities	and:
•	 Glasgow	Centre	for	Population	Health
• Healthcare Improvement Scotland
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What Works Scotland is funded by the Economic and Social Research Council and the Scottish Government.
7.2 How the research was carried out
About the Evidence Bank for public service reform 
The	Evidence	Bank	provides	appraised,	accessible	and	action-oriented	reviews	of	existing	evidence	for	What	
Works	Scotland,	in	response	to	policy	and	practice-related	research	questions.	





the purpose of reviews, resources available, and the types of evidence and variety of sources that are drawn on 
in	addressing	policy	and	practice	research	questions,	the	Evidence	Bank	does	not	conduct	systematic	reviews	
or meta-analyses. The Evidence Bank review process is informed by a range of review methods including 
systematic	 review,	 rapid	 realist	 review,	and	qualitative	 synthesis.	 The	approach	aims	 to	balance	 robustness	
with	pragmatism	to	open	up	the	evidence	base	for	public	and	third	sector	services.	
Evidence reviews are peer reviewed by an academic expert and user-reviewed by an expert working in the 
relevant	field.
How evidence was gathered and reviewed
Key sources searched: 
A	wide	range	of	evidence,	stemming	from	a	multitude	of	academic	fields,	has	informed	this	report.	The	most	










wider understanding of what is happening and rhetoric that surrounds this topic. This must be stated though 
because much of the evidence is second or third hand. Grey literature including reports, guidelines for good 
practice	and	planning	toolkits	have	also	been	used	from:
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• The Royal Society of Edinburgh




• Scotland’s Commissioner for Children and Young People (SCCYP)
Literature: a synthesised evidence review was conducted on peer reviewed academic literature sourced using a 
comprehensive database (Search Discovery Service of Glasgow Caledonian University library and the University 
of Edinburgh and the Web of Science) which searches across a broad range of resources, including e-books, 
e-journals,	library	databases	and	theses	to	identify	literature	for	the	review.	




equality	/	equalities	/	equal*	/	unequal	/	 inequality	/	 inequalities	/	 inclusion	/	exclusion	/	diversity/	easy	to	
ignore/	hard	to	reach
AND
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Public policy 3 4













Distribution	of	evidence	by	type Peer Reviewed Grey
Evidence Review 8 16
Qualitative 15 7
Quantitative 7 1
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Literature published in peer review journals was judged as having met the quality threshold, though papers 
were	excluded	if	for	example	they	did	not	articulate	methods	used	to	collect





Inclusion and exclusion criteria: 
Literature	from	outside	the	UK	was	excluded,	except	one	article	from	each	Australia,	Canada	and	Ireland,	due	
to the volume of evidence from the UK. Literature which was not published in English was excluded.
Data	extraction	and	recording:	
Data recording: Data included in the evidence review was recorded in an evidence log. 
Data extraction:	a	standardised	data	extraction	template	was	used	to	summarise	study/publication	features,	
link	findings	with	research	questions,	and	capture	any	other	relevant	themes	or	quality	issues	arising.	





This report was produced by the Evidence Bank in response to requests from What Works Scotland (WWS) 
partners	during	Action	Research	 retreats.	 For	more	 information	about	 the	WWS	approach	 to	 collaborative	
action	 research,	 visit:	 http://whatworksscotland.ac.uk/the-project/our-approach-to-collaborative-action-
research/
Research team: Dr Ruth Lightbody (lead researcher and author); Dr Oliver Escobar (WWS academic lead on 
governance and community engagement); Dr Sarah Morton (WWS co-director); and Karen Seditas (Evidence 
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